This special edition of Evolution: Education and Outreach features contributions to the annual Society for the Study of Evolution Education Symposium for 2011, "Evolutionary Medicine Symposium in Honor of George C. Williams." The many distinguished contributors to this symposium provided a detailed overview of the relevance of evolutionary biology to medical research and practice, drawing on the extended legacy of the vision of G.C. Williams. In addition to providing a broad overview of applications of evolutionary biology to medical science, publication of this symposium also provides an opportune moment to highlight the overall activities of the Education and Outreach Committee of the Society for the Study of Evolution (SSE) that sponsored this symposium.
The SSE Education Committee (renamed Education and Outreach by the SSE Council in 2011) was established in 1997 under the leadership of Dr. Irene Eckstrand (NIH), motivated by a perceived need to extend the SSE profile to encompass outreach, especially to K-12 educators. Following a challenge raised by Dr. Eckstrand at the SSE annual meeting in June of that year, the inaugural meeting of the SSE Education Committee took place at the NIH in November, 1997. That meeting included joint sessions with members of the National Science Teachers Association (NSTA) and the National Association of Biology Teachers (NABT). Those joint sessions were significant in several respects. First, they established the basis for what has been the ongoing emphasis of programs developed by the Committee: articulation of sound examples of evolutionary biology and its applications that can be directly incorporated into the K-12 curricula. Second, the established connection with these educator-based societies led to presentations and workshops developed by SSE members for the annual meetings of the NSTA and the NABT. Sponsored workshops at education meetings soon grew to include annual meetings of the Society for the Advancement of Chicanos and Native Americans in Science. These workshops have now become part of the annual cycle of activities of the Committee.
Over the many years since its establishment, the SSE Education and Outreach Committee has broadened its scope to encompass a wide range of activities with strong support, both in spirit and in funding, from the SSE Council. The solid foundation for this membership. These are just a few highlights of what the Committee hopes will continue to be a healthy diversity of outreach activities. One upcoming example is the integration of software modules developed by the DRD Project into the SSE website that will facilitate sharing of teaching modules and case studies in evolution, both for teacher outreach and for enrichment of undergraduate teaching.
The SSE Education and Outreach Committee also engages in a significant "inreach" to the SSE membership through an extensive series of activities at the annual meetings of the SSE. For example, at the most recent meeting of the SSE in June 2011, the Committee sponsored the following: The Committee was especially pleased to sponsor this symposium because evolutionary medicine provides such a useful framework for making evolutionary biology relevant to students. Examples of medical applications of evolutionary biology can be timely and indeed can build on headline news items. In recent years, evolutionary biology has played a significant role in medical forensics of HIV, tracking the vestiges of polio to facilitate vaccination initiatives, understanding of systemic diseases such as arthritis and obesity, understanding the origins of new diseases such as SARS or novel strains of existing diseases such as influenza and development of public health measures to control malaria, just to name a few examples. The use of web-based resources, such as the DRD project mentioned above, can facilitate circulation of such examples and case studies as they are developed to maintain topicality in real time.
The development of medical examples in teaching of evolution has many potential impacts. First, it introduces topicality into teaching at all levels. Second, as part of general undergraduate biology training, it contributes to understanding of underlying causality in human health that is important for future consumers of medicine. Finally, it has the potential to promote integration of evolutionary biology into medical training. The latter is of particular significance not only in terms of medical research but also medical practice. Evolutionary principles underlie many, perhaps all, aspects of human health. Moreover, the emphasis on hypothesis generation and testing of longterm causality that is part of evolutionary thinking has the potential to reinforce scientifically based diagnosis. The contributions to this issue demonstrate for a variety of audiences the compelling nature of the interconnections that exist between evolution and medicine.
A healthy dose of evolutionary biology should be just what the doctor orders!
